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Abstract

The following thesis consists of a research proj ect that seeks to understand how
individuals construct personal identities through tattoos. The thesis contains background
information on why the author has a personal connection and interest with the subj ect. The thesis
also includes a review of the literature that informs the readers about the origins of tattoos,
historicization of tattoos, cultural appropriation and commodification, motivations for tattooing,
tattoos and the body, and identity construction. There is also a methods section that explains how
the author utilized the interviewing process to gather and conduct research in the field to answer
the research question: How do people with tattoos construct and communicate their identities
through their tattoos? Lastly, the thesis concludes with an analysis section that provides the
readers with the authors findings. The findings consist of interviewees' responses to how their
tattoos construct their identities. Those who gave consent to be photographed have kindly
allowed pictures of their tattoos to be included in the research process.
Keywords: Tattoos, Identity, Communication Theory of ldentity, Tattoos and the Body,
Motivations for Tattooing.
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Chapter One:
Introduction and Literature Review

As I start up my engine and back out of my driveway, the feeling finally hits me. I am on
my way to make my first adult decision at age eighteen. This decision is to get a tattoo. After the
quick ten-minute drive to the tattoo parlor, I park my car and check my phone on which I see a
text from my mother asking "Is there any way I can talk you out of doing this?" I took a moment
to think of what I would say next that I haven't already said to her before. I replied, "Mom,
tattoos are not a big deal anymore, this is something that is important to me and represents who I
am

as a person." At this moment, I realized a tattoo is not just a tattoo, it' s a form of

communication and a way for individuals to express who they are in a more creative way.
After an hour of waiting on the tattoo artist to draw my design, he finally called me back
to sit in the chair where I will get tattooed. I took my shirt off and sat down in a cold leather
chair. My body began to shake, due to a mixture of nerves and the cold air conditioning that was
blowing on me. The tattoo artist asked me "Are you okay?" I replied "Yes, I'm fine." He said
"Alright then, here we go." The buzzing of the needle made me cringe at first, the pain from the
needle was unnoticeable due to my high pain tolerance, and the process of constructing my
identity through tattoos had begun.

The tattoo artist finished his work five hours later. "Of all my years of tattooing, I have
never seen someone get their first tattoo that big and not complain or move one time during that
long of sitting in the chair. You're a trooper. Check out your tattoo." I stood up and walked over
to the mirror, turned around, and behold, my tattoo of the Grim Reaper holding a hockey stick.
The detail was phenomenal, the colors made it look like he was standing in the moonlight, the
hunching of the shoulders made it seem as though he was coming right at you, and the words
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"Life' s a game, wanna play?" sum up what it would be like for someone to try and take me on in
a game of hockey with the Reaper representing myself. This is one example of how I constructed
my personal identity through tattoos. For those of you who are unfamiliar with the sport of
hockey, I will give you a quick preview so you do not think I want to kill people by saying that
the Reaper represents myself. In hockey, there are your "tough guys" called enforcers. These are
the players who have the j ob to play rough and raise the intensity of the game through heavy
body checks and fighting. The representation of myself being the Grim Reaper symbolizes that
when you play against me, you are flirting with your safety in this intense game. With this
fascination I have with tattoos and the interest I have in finding out the meanings of other
individuals' tattoos, I decided to pursue research in the field to better understand how other
individuals construct personal identities through their tattoos.
I have developed a deep interest in intercultural communication. The concepts of identity
and how one actually constructs, negotiates, and changes their identity has always been an
interest of mine and has been something I have pursued to gain a deeper understanding in order
to apply it to my research. During the process of conducting my research, I plan to make an
impact in this field to provide a better understanding of the meanings behind tattoos and how
they are perceived. I

believe this is an important topic to research because tattoos are becoming

more socially acceptable in present day as opposed to the deviant past history. I also wish to
provide more of an insight as to why this phenomenon is evolving and becoming more socially
acceptable. This study will contribute to the understanding of already formulated research in
regards to identity construction through the use of tattoos, intercultural communication, and the
presence of subcultures in our society. After performing research in this field, I wish to help my
readers obtain a better understanding of tattoo meanings and inform my readers that this tattoo

9
CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES THROUGH TATTOOS
subculture, that is part of our society, is no longer needed to be feared or considered deviant
anymore. For my research, I intend to answer the following question:
RQ 1 : How do people construct and communicate their identities through their tattoos?
In order to answer this question, I review research that has already been conducted on tattoos,
communication, and identity, discuss my primary research method of interviewing, and analyze
the interviews, and offer conclusions.
Literature Review: The Context and Communication of Tattoos

Although I am not the first person to research tattoos and their impact within the field of
Communication, I will say that I am one of the few who chose to take the route of looking at
tattoos as a form of identity construction. With that being said, tattoos have been studied mostly
under the themes of self-expression and forms of nonverbal communication. These are two
themes that will show up within the literature and my data results, I wanted to make the clear
distinction that the focus of this research is to distinguish how tattoos construct personal
identities.
Origin of Tattoos

The most ancient and widely used form of permanent body modification or alteration is
tattooing. This is evidence that indicates that tattooing was practiced among people living in the
Stone Age. There have been discoveries such as carved figures from European sites dated 6000
years

e.c.

and Egyptians figures created 2000 years following that show facial and body markings

thought to be tattoos (Sanders & Vail, 2008). As early as 2000 e.c. tattooing spread from the
Mideast to the Pacific Islands by way of India, China, and Japan. Many tribes across these
regions utilized tattoos and began to spread the popularity of tattoos all across the land. The
dominant function of tattooing in all the tribal societies was to denote the bearer' s status or social
identity. This painful process was most associated with the rite of passage into adulthood. By
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undergoing the tattoo rittial, recipients could demonstrate their bravery to the other members of
the group (Sanders & Vail, 2008).
Tracing the history of contemporary western tattooing, we start with the ancient tribal
groups within the British Isles who practiced tattooing. The term "Briton" was used as a meaning
for painted in various colors. Briton males were heavily decorated with animal designs intended
to enhance their fearsome appearance. Centuries later, the Anglo-Saxons continued to practice
tattooing to show pledges of devotion to loved ones or the love of their religious beliefs (Sanders
& Vail, 2008).
As for the modem history of western/European tattooing begins with an exploratory
voyage ran by Captain James Cook and his encounters with tribal tattooing in the South Pacific.
Cook introduced to us to word "ta-tu" meaning "to strike" or "to mark" and it is referred to today
as "tattoo" (Sanders & Vail, 2008). Following this voyage, many more officers and sailors began
to receive tattoos Tahitian artisans to be able to remember their adventures. As Captain Cook
took his second voyage, "he returned with a heavily tattooed Tahitian prince named Omai who
was exhibited as an obj ect of great curiosity to members of the British upper class" (Sanders &
Vail, 2008).
Not long after Cook ' s voyage and many more like him,

the tattoo rage found its way

across the Atlantic and began affecting many Americans, including the rich and powerful. This is
where Martin Hildebrand was recognized as the first professional tattooist to tattoo in the United
States in the late 1 8 80s (Sanders & Vail, 2008). He had claimed to have tattooed thousands of
sailors and soldiers during the American Civil War. We are also introduced to a man named
Samuel O'Reilly who had a maj or role in creating the first electric tattoo machine. This machine
offered less pain for the clients and required far less skill and experience on the part of the
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tattooist. This allowed a significant increase in tattoo customers during this period (Sanders &
Vail, 2008).
By the mid-nineteenth century, we can see the Tattoo Renaissance beginning to emerge.
Tattoos changed from wanting to remember a voyage to crude symbols representing death,
animals, pinup women, and military designs. These clients usually consisted of young men from
working class backgrounds. By the mid-twentieth century, tattooing was firmly established as a
deviant practice in the public mind. The tattoo began a symbol that represented a poke-in-the-eye
directed at those who were law-abiding, hard-working, family-oriented, and stable (Sanders &
Vail, 2008). Now that we have looked at where tattoos originated from, let' s see how they have
been assigned and reassigned over the evolution of tattoos.
Historicization of Tattoos: From Stigma to Celebration

With the discussion of tattoo origins dating clear back to 6000

s.c.

we can see that there is

a lot of history that comes with researching tattoos. Now I tum to a discussion of how the
significance of tattoos has changed culturally and socially starting with the Greeks and ending
with the present day. As I mentioned earlier, in a book published in 1796, the explorer James
Cook informs us about his experience with traveling the South Sea Islands where he introduces
us to the word "tatau" which was

the Polynesian word referring to the practice

of inscribing the

skin with indelible ink. This word quickly morphed into the word that our society is more
familiar with, tattoo (Fisher, 2002).
The Greeks associated the word "stigmata" with tattooing (Jones, 2000). The Greeks
looked at stigmata as degrading and used stigmata for marking "others" in the Greek culture,
such as slaves and criminals (Fisher, 2002). This association between others and tattooing was
then transferred from Greece to the Roman culture. It has been interpreted that the Romans used

•
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tattooing as a state control mechanism (Gustafson, 2000). With the Romans marking bodies of
slaves and criminals without consent, the Romans could more easily control their movements by
means of the visible marks upon these individuals. Their bodies would show their tattoos,
representing the visible sign of their social role (Fisher, 2002). This is inevitably a forced identity
that these individuals had no choice but to be associated with.
As this tattooing movement moved through Greece and the Romans, it wasn't long after
that the Europeans also began marking the bodies of criminals. Thus, resulting in tattooing being
seen as a social practice in Western civilization that was associated with criminality and deviance
(Fisher, 2002). One of the most impactful references of tattooing that offers us insight into how
tattoos were presented in the 18th century, is by opening the history books and looking at the
American Civil War. Tattooing was an acceptable practice for soldiers because they were clearly
political and were symbols of allegiance to their side in the war (Govenar, 2002). A common
tattoo that has been seen since the American Civil War, all the way to present day, is the symbols
of the military or their cause.
Looking back to tattoos associated with criminals, there have been some changes. During
the 1880s, criminologists in France and Italy believed that tattoos were bodily inscriptions of the
crimes and offenses of criminals and deviants and they set out to discover the meanings of these
tattoos (Caplan, 2000). By the 19th century in France and Italy, the biggest change from 2000
years before would be the shift from non-consensual tattooing of prisoners to voluntarily
tattooing the mark of their crimes (Fisher, 2002). During this same period of time, England and
the United States of America were experiencing a tattoo craze within their fashionable society
with complete disregard to the association of tattoos with criminality (Bradley, 2000). Up until
the 1880s, we only seen criminals, sailors, and the working class associated with tattoos.
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Towards the end of the 1880s, tattoos were seen as fashionable and began to be seen within
members of the upper classes of England and the United States of America (Fisher, 2002).
From the late 1800s into the early 1900s, tattoos shifted slightly from a mark of
criminality to a fashion statement. Tattoos act as a badge of social and cultural differentiation
that separated the tattooed from the non-tattooed (Bradley, 2000). During the 1960s and 1970s,
tattooing reemerged again as a fashion statement within the hippie and rock star subcultures.
This tattooing trend has seen many ups and downs with popularity and definitions but has
certainly sustained itself as a movement that is still growing in popularity every day and in my
eyes will soon be a completely socially accepted phenomenon. With that being said, famous
celebrities are an easy target group to look at in regards to why the youthful generation has

·

chosen to be a part of this consumption process. Let's see how tattoos are portrayed in the media
and the processes of consumption.
Commodification and Consumption of Tattoos

The United States of America has become a tattooed nation. The society that we live in is
flooded with tattooed bodies that consist of people that we know and idolize and just everyday
people in general. Actors, athletes, and the media proudly indicate the mainstreaming of a
previously marginalized and historically underground practice (Kosut, 2006). One of the most
obvious indicators that tattoos are a part of this social mainstream that our society lives in is the
presence of tattoos in popular culture. Popular films and TV shows employ tattoos as signifiers
that create an individuals' identity. Such as the TV series Sons ofAnarchy where members of
this motorcycle club wear a tattoo that symbolizes a sense of belonging to that particular group,
in this case it is a grim reaper. Another aspect of the media that shows tattoo popularity is the
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presence of tattoo TV shows such as Ink Master and Tattoo Nightmares where individuals are
actually tattooing and/or being tattooed while being filmed to create an entertaining show.
Another representation of tattoos in our society is the realm of how professional sports is
filling up with tattooed bodies, particularly in the fields of basketball, football, and soccer. It is
estimated that fifty percent of the members of the National Basketball Association are tattooed
and it is no doubt that football and soccer are not far behind this percentage (Shields, 2002). Both
celebrities and their audiences have mutually embraced this phenomenon. We also see famous
musicians, such as Adam Levine and Justin Bieber, expressing themselves and communicating
their identities through the use of their tattoos. Regardless of age, social class, or ethnicity, you
do not have to look closely to find a tattooed celebrity that appeals to your musical, or lifestyle
interests (Kosut, 2006).
Tattoos are not just simply worn on the body but inscribed into the body. Tattoos
decorate the body and permanently modify it. Therefore, tattoos are conceptualized as an ironic
fad, which is a popular cultural trend that cannot be discarded as a popular article of clothing or
style due to its permanent nature (Kosut, 2006). Tattooing is an act of consumption due to its
lengthy ritualistic and increasingly medicalized procedure because the act of getting a tattoo
encompasses three stages of varying length which are, preplanning, receiving the tattoo, and
after-care regime and healing process. This is because a tattoo is a product whose consumption
cannot be divorced from its mode of production (Sweetman, 1999). The tattoo will include a
level of engagement because they become permanently added to the body and self.
Not only is the act of receiving the tattoo a painful process, but paying for the tattoo can
be considered painful as well. According to Chavez (1993), tattoos will very in price depending
on what you want. To start off, the artist will most likely quote the price for the piece as a whole.
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The determining factor is usually how long the tattoo will take because most artists will charge
by the hour. Tattoos artists who are beginning their careers are known as Apprentices and may
charge between $80-$100 an hour. Artists who have had some experience may raise the price of
their hourly cost, same as for well-known and established artists. Lastly, Teaching artists and
Popular artists may charge anywhere between $150-$220 an hour depending on their
geographical location and popularity. Other factors that will raise the price of your tattoo are the
extent to how much detail you wish to have in your tattoo and how much color you would like.
Lastly, always be aware of a shop minimum. I know from personal experience that it doesn't
matter how small your tattoo will be or how short amount of time it will take, every tattoo parlor
has a shop minimum usually ranging from $50-$100.
Individuals may choose to receive a tattoo based on the fact that their favorite athlete or
celebrity has tattoos. However, it is a painful process and a costly one as well. Therefore, it is
interesting to me that so many people are willing to go through this process and pay so much
money to receive this procedure. Next, we will explore previous research on individuals' motive
for getting a tattoo and explore more reasoning's for wanting to go through this painful and
costly procedure.
Motivations for Tattooing

Over the last decade, tattoos have increased tremendously in popularity, rising not only in
numbers but also involving a broader range of social classes (DeMello, 2000). Many authors
have argued that tattoos and body piercings today are just simply fashion accessories (Craik,
1994), whereas others assigned them a deeper meaning. There has been a claim offered by
Sweetman (1999) that states that due to the permanence, the pain, and the considerable amount
of time needed in order to receive and care for a tattoo imposes a greater value to them than just
a simple accessory. People.tend to value the "being different" aspect most about their own body
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modifications, therefore tattoos can resemble attempts to highlight one ' s sense of self-identity
(Atkinson & Young, 200 1 ) as well as to attain mastery and control over the body (Carroll &
Anderson 2002; Wohlrab, Stahl, & Kappeler, 2006).
There has already been a considerable amount of research about why people obtain body
modifications. However, Wohlrab, Stahl, and Kappeler (2006) do a remarkable j ob of identifying
ten categories of why an individual chooses to obtain a tattoo. These motivations include:
1 . Beauty,

Art,

and Fashion where individuals refer to their tattoos as pieces of art, which

are beautiful and fashionable.
2. Individuality is where individuals create and maintain self-identity by distinguishing
themselves from others (Millner & Eichold, 200 1 ).

3. Personal Narratives is where the individual expresses their personal values and
experiences through their tattoos.

4. Physical Endurance are statements used by individuals who test their own threshold for
pain endurance, overcoming their limits, and showing off one ' s toughness.

5. Group Affiliations show belonging to a subculture or the wishful thoughts of becoming a
member of a social circle.
6. Resistance includes reasons such as protests against parents and society.

7. Spirituality and Cultural Tradition are personal affiliations to cultures and their
spirituality (Jeffreys, 2000).
8 . Addiction is seen when an individual might become addicted to the release o f endorphins
which occurs during the painful tattoo process resulting in a positive feeling.

9. Sexual Motivations are seen when an individual expresses sexual affectations or
emphasizing their own sexuality through their tattoos.
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1 0. No Specific Reasons is the final category where some people actually state their
impulsive behavior rather than planning their decision over a longer length of time.
Goffinan ( 1 963 ) discusses initial motives that prompt the decision to acquire a tattoo.
Tattooed individuals believe their tattoos have a significant impact on their definition of self and
demonstrate information to others about their unique interests. Sanders (2008), also explains
another motive for obtaining a tattoo. Sanders explains how a tattoo demonstrates courage to the
self, and that for some people it meant that they lived through it and either weren't afraid or
conquered their fear (2008).
While the motivations have been identified, I still wanted to know more about specific
individuals' reasons for receiving a tattoo. More specifically, do these motivations line up with
every individual who has a tattoo? Are any of these motivations altered due to what the tattoo
wearer identifies as? These are a couple questions that will be answered in the following sections
of tattoos and the body, and identity construction.
Tattoos and the Body

Tattoos enter into the discourse of social inscription because they metaphorically and
literally address the notion of writing upon or inscribing the body (Fenske, 2007). Tattoos
emphasize this complex notion of writing on the body because they articulate the penetrable
body that is ever changing and in process (DeMello, 1 995). Nonverbal behaviors are signs of
social status and class (Fiske, 1 989). Performances, such as tattooing the body, that do not
conform to norms established by the upper-class identify the performer as deviant and/or a
member of the lower-class. These performers are then devalued and labeled as "vulgar and
tasteless" due to their challenging of behaviors and social norms that were put in effect by the
upper-class (Fiske, 1 989). With this in mind, tattoos have become social expressions of deviance.
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Even though tattoos have had an increase in popularity over the past two decades, the deviance
label may still be present due to the tattoos being excessive on the body, located on the face or
head, and/or violate class and gender norms because of size, style, and location (Fenske, 2007).
Tattoos constantly confront naturalization because they spoil the natural surface of the
body, unlike other forms of social inscription that can be hidden because they have been
naturalized (Fenske, 2007). Tattooed bodies highlight the performativity of the materiality of the
body. The body is not a bounded given but a complex process of becoming. It is also a dramatic
and performing process not only made meaningful through discourse, or being written upon, but
also simultaneously actively engaged in its own production, or writing on itself (Fenske, 2007).
The body and the skin are visible ways of defining individual identity and cultural
difference. This process is not only a highly-elaborated preoccupation in many cultures, but is
also the subj ect of wide-ranging and evolving scholarly discourse (Schildkrout, 2004). When
looking at the tattoo renaissance, as researched by Rubin ( 1 988), it is seen as more than a trivial
fad because of the powerful materiality of the body. In the world we live in, where bodies seem
to be everywhere, "body art represents a sustained effort to reverse the dematerialization of art
by making the body matter" (Taylor, 1 995). Ahmed & Stacey (200 1 ) explore "dermographics"
which is the question of how the skin becomes, rather than how the skin is meaningful in
different cultural contexts. For example, in monumental work on tattooing in Polynesia, Gell
( 1 993) refers to a "double skin folded over itself' which refers to the mediated relations between
persons, the sacred, the past, and the present. Gell ( 1 993) states how the body multiplies in the
sense that subsidiary selves are created, spirits, ancestors, rulers, and victims take a residence in
a covering which begins to take on a life of its own. Gell continues to say "tattooing is
simultaneously the exteriorization of the interior which is simultaneously the interiorization of

19
CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES THROUGH TATTOOS
the exterior" which means, not only does the tattooed skin negotiate between the individual,
society, and different social groups, but also mediates relations between the individual and spirits
( 1 993).
We can see that everyone is different in their interests of where and how they want a
tattoo to look on their body. Specifically, the content of the tattoo will be different based on your
interests and the location of where to put the tattoo will be different as well. As sated earlier,
tattoos are a distinguishing mark of cultural difference. By making the decision to become a
wearer of a tattoo, you are labeling yourself as different from the "natural bodies" that people
who do not have tattoos possess. This instantly changes your identity whether you want it to or
not and you now identify with this particular subculture. Those who continue to receive multiple
tattoos or assign more than one meaning to one particular tattoo will identify with multiple
identities.
Identities: Multiple Opportunities for Identity Construction through Tattoos

When choosing to mark your body by means of a tattoo, you are choosing to alter the
"natural" look that was given to you at birth. This is a clear representation of cultural difference
and changes your identity altogether. In order to make connections with identity and tattoos, we
must first look at some general communication theories and concepts that will help us understand
what it is I am researching and searching to discover. We will first look at the how tattoos use
nonverbal codes to communicate. A person' s physical appearance affects his or her self
definition, identity, and interaction with others (Cooley, 1 964). Physical appearance is a
nonverbal code defined as one ' s appearance of physical features (Martin & Nakayama, 20 1 1 ). In
this case, a physical feature of an individual with tattoos is the tattoo itself. You could also argue
that a tattoo is an individual' s artifact, which is another nonverbal code defined as a personal
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possession displayed to others (Martin & Nakayama, 20 1 1 ). An individual' s tattoo can be seen as
his/her personal possession that is put on display for themselves and others if they wish for
others to see it.
The communication theory of identity is the main theory that I have focused my research
around and made connections in distinguishing how an individual constructs their personal
identity or identities through tattoos. The communication theory of identity is based on social
categorization and shared group memberships (Turner, 1 99 1 ). Societal norms and practices are
internalized in the form of social identities based on social categories, especially ingroup and
outgroup distinctions. However, communication theory of identity sees influences beyond the
group and the comparison process. Some of these emerge from identity theory (Hecht & Choi,
20 1 1 ). Identity theory is based on symbolic interactionism and provides the communication
theory of identity with an explanation of the relationship between society and individuals. This
theory suggests that identity is based on roles, other people' s acknowledgements, and social
constructions and performances (Banton, 1 965). By using this theory, I will be able to
understand the identities my participants are trying to portray by means of their tattoos. I will
also be able to understand their experiences of how they communicate their identities and how
others assign, or communicate, identities for them by means of avowal and ascription processes
which will be touched on later in this thesis.
Identity is a concept that contains multiple other related concepts within itself. In order to
understand how an individual constructs their identities through tattoos, we need to understand
how these concepts appear during that process.

A communication perspective states that the self

does not create identities alone. Instead, identities are co-created through communication with
others (Martin & Nakayama, 20 1 1 ). It is through communication and the exchange of messages
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between people that identities are co-created, negotiated, and changed (Hecht, Collier, & Ribeau,
1 993). Identities are enacted in interpersonal contexts through avowal or ascription processes.
Avowal is the self which an individual portrays, whereas ascription is the process by which
others assign identities to a particular individual (Martin & Nakayama, 20 1 1 ). These two
processes acknowledge that identity is shaped by our own communicated views of ourselves and
by outsiders communicated views of us (Abrams, O ' Connor, & Giles, 2003) . More specifically,
in relation to tattoos, we construct our own meanings for what the tattoo represents and why we
chose to get that tattoo in a specific area. While this is our own interpretation, an outsiders
interpretation may be completely different, or even negative and stereotypical, due to the fact
that they do not share the same train of thought as we do. Unpacking these processes more will
be beneficial for understanding someone else ' s reasoning for receiving a tattoo and help us
notice our own implicit biases toward tattoos in general.
When we think of the construction of identity through the art of tattooing we can look at
both processes, avowal and ascription, in order to come up with a general understanding of the
two. The avowal process is present when an individual makes the decision to obtain a tattoo and
communicate what their identity is through this tattoo. Whereas the ascription process is used by
others to assign what they believe an individual with tattoos is identified as based on their own
assumptions and stereotypes. Simply put, the ascription process is when an individual will force
a stereotypical identity upon someone just because they have tattoos. Whereas in the avowal
process, we can see a bigger picture from the tattoo wearers eyes of what they are identifying as
and what their tattoos represent. According to Chao (2006), a person who acquires tattoos
identifies with those who wear tattoos. The individual obtaining a tattoo wants to transform
himself/herself, not just to acknowledge an inner change, but to make a clearly noticeable
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statement to display a form of transformation. We, as a society, cannot underestimate the need to
be noticed. We want to be thought of as people who have not conformed, or settled with, the
norm. This would be considered too ordinary for those who wish to stand out and make
themselves known. A person with tattoos gets to enj oy their "in-your-face" statement of
difference. Therefore, those who are tattooed become a member of the tattoo subculture and are
represented by some aspect of the dominant society that attempts to shape our identities (Chao,
2006). However, this piece of literature caters to the individuals who are not afraid to show off
their tattoos and/or individuals who choose to ignore the visibility factor with tattoos. Individuals
who choose to conceal their tattoos, still identify with those who wear tattoos, but they have the
power to decide who knows this information about themselves.
The interpretive perspective, as mentioned earlier, also focuses on core symbols (Hecht,
Collier, & Ribeau, 1 993). These core symbols refer to the concepts of meanings that members of
a cultural group use to distinguish themselves as being different in regards to another cultural
community (Collier & Thomas, 1 988). Tattoos are mechanisms of social communication that
have the function of providing symbolic information about the bearer' s personal interests, social
position, or self-definition (Sanders, 2008).
According to Vevea (2008), we intentionally or unintentionally perform our identities
through our actions, inactions, verbal communication and nonverbal communication. Tattooing
has become a popular vehicle of nonverbal communication among the youth (Cheng, 2003). We
perform our identity through our choice to participate in becoming a tattoo wearer. Becoming
tattooed is a highly social act, mainly if you choose to acquire a visible tattoo. The decision we
make to permanently mark ourselves and acquire a tattoo is motivated by how the recipient
defines himself/herself (Sanders, 1 988). This tattoo then is used by others who the individual
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interacts with in order to place him/her into a specific interaction-shaping social category
(Solomon, 1 983). Tattoos themselves may function as a means of self-identification. The tattoo
can aid an individual in achieving full maturity and symbolically separate the self from
individuals or groups, such as parents, spouses, or employers, who have been exercising control
over the individual' s personal choices (Sanders, 2008). The process of tattooing may accomplish
the sense of belonging to a group or category of people, such as the emblem of which branch of
military you served in (Edgerton & Dingman, 1 963). It is also possible that tattoo wearers could
be using their art to deliberately create an identity as opposed to letting it arise naturally or
spontaneously, or they could be using tattoos as a tool to communicate their identities more
freely, nonverbally, rather than verbally communicating their identities because they do not feel
comfortable vocalizing them (Vevea, 2008). Analysts such as Hamburger ( 1 966), see tattoos as
having ego-protecting functions. Hamburger states how an individual with tattoos may suffer
from an underdeveloped ego and the tattoo is a mechanism by which this individual copes with
having the underdeveloped ego. Popplestone ( 1 963), also states how tattoos can be seen as an
exoskeleton defense; these tattoos are modifications of the body that will protect an individuals'
confidence when they are faced with an external threat. These conclusions are interesting to
consider and help give us a better understanding of the many ways

in which tattoos have been

studied. Another way that tattoos have been studied, is through gender. Let' s discuss some of
these unspoken gender rules that come with tattoos.
A maj ority of research on tattoos and identity construction from tattoos is mainly focused
upon the masculine, deviant, and rebellious attitudes associated with them. More specifically, it
can be assumed that tattoos are more associated with men and the motives behind why men
receive tattoos. There is very little research focusing on the feminine aspect of tattoos and/or
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reasons why women receive tattoos. Some of that research mainly focuses on North American
women' s experiences with corporeal modification and how women' s body proj ects are typically
related to hegemonic masculine constructions of femininity (Donaldson, 1 993). Traditionally,
North American women have been persuaded to avoid tattooing as a result of cultural
prohibitions that originate from both inside and outside of the larger group of tattoo enthusiasts
(Atkinson, 2002). In general, tattooing has been historically related to male-dominated
subcultures (military, convicts, gangs, motorcycle clubs) as a mechanism for creating strong and
dangerous masculinities (White & Young, 1 999). Other authors have suggested that non
normative body proj ects such as tattooing are increasing in popularity among women because
radically marked bodies tend to overthrow hegemonic ideologies about femininity, especially
images of the weak, sexually obj ectified, or otherwise submissive women (Butler, 1 990,
DeMello, 2000).
When issues of femininity are present, tattooing can be related to j eopardizing a woman' s
femininity. Steward ( 1 990) categorized North American women who participate in tattooing as
"tramps" or "dykes". Women who choose to mark their bodies with tattoos willfully violate
existing norms about gender. More recent research has focused on the free nature of tattoos for
women as marking the body with tattoos will immediately imply a significant violation of
feminine body practice (DeMello, 2000). It is argued that north American women pursue
alternative cultural constructions of femininity and the feminine form by willfully violating
established body language through tattooing (Atkinson, 2002). Atkinson (2002) states that
getting tattooed rej ects the idea that women' s bodies are passive and best unharmed and that
women tattoo enthusiasts express different standards for what they consider to be feminine
through their tattoo proj ects.
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While there are clear differences for why an individual wants to receive a tattoo, it is still
prominent that tattoos are rising in popularity by the day and it is important to realize that they
are starting to become more socially accepted and not treated as deviant anymore. While there is
still some taboo with tattoos, it is the researcher' s j ob to inform the readers on this particular
phenomenon to attempt to completely eliminate the deviance label. I have chosen to do so by
informing the readers on previously performed research that consisted of background
information of tattoos, nonverbal distinctions tattoos have on the body, how tattoos construct
identities, commodification and consumption of tattoos in our society, individual motivations for
receiving a tattoo, and gender differences with tattoos. Now I will transition into my data
collection in order to add to the existing research that was previously discussed.
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Chapter Two:
Methodology

Qualitative research methods are described as naturalistic and interpretive because they
focus on understanding an individual' s personal experience and actions as they are performed in
life (Ha, 20 1 1 ). My study focuses on how individuals communicate their identities through
tattoos. Tattoos are representations of an individuals' personal experiences and actually receiving
the tattoo is the action they perform to alter their identities for the rest of their lives. My goal is
to follow in the footsteps of the claim made by Bukowski and Lisboa (2005 ) that states how the
goal of all qualitative research is to obtain the richness of a subj ective reality in a way that will
incorporate all information. Also, qualitative research is often used when a researcher' s goal is to
obtain a rich and detailed explanation about a specific subj ect. These are just a few reasons why
utilizing a qualitative research method is the most beneficial method.
In regards to determining which perspective of identity is most suitable for gathering my
research, we must recognize all three perspectives in regards to communication, which are social
science perspective, interpretive perspective, and the critical perspective. For this particular
project, I will focus on identities under the interpretive paradigm in order to understand human
motives for obtaining tattoos and understanding their experiences in doing so. Interpretive
researchers are concerned with understanding the world as it is by describing the subj ective and
creative communication of individuals, usually using qualitative research methods. The overall
goal of interpretive research is to understand, rather than predict, human communication
behavior (Martin & Nakayama, 1 999). I performed research through a dialectical perspective.
This perspective offers communication researchers a way to think about different ways of
knowing in a more comprehensive manner, while retaining the significance of considering how
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we express this knowledge. This perspective offers us the possibility to see the world in multiple
ways and to become better prepared to engage in unfamiliar interactions (Martin & Nakayama,
1 999). A dialectical perspective offers us an insight as to how individuals experience the tension
between wanting to be seen and being treated as individuals, while at the same time have their
group identities recognized and affirmed. This tension is a common one seen in the United
States, a need to recognize cultural membership and at the same time be treated as an individual
and not be put into boxes (Martin & Nakayama, 1 999).
I conducted interviews in order to obtain rich understandings of my participants'
experiences. Qualitative interviews provided me with a more in depth understanding of this
social phenomenon than would be obtained from surveys or any other quantitative methods.
Interviews are used when little is known about the topic one is studying or where detailed
insights must be presented from outside participants (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick,
2008). There were 1 5 total participants that were interviewed for this study ( 6 Caucasian males,
1 African-American male, 7 Caucasian women, and 1 Caucasian male tattoo artist). Their ages
ranged from 2 1 -49 and the number of tattoos the participants had ranged from 1 - 1 6 on an
individual body. The research was guided by identifying motivations for why individuals choose
to get tattooed, why they continued to get tattooed, their experiences of being tattooed, reasoning
for placements of their tattoos, and how they formulated their personal identity or identities
through their tattoos
There are two ways to conduct interviews. The use of interview schedules or interview
guides (Lindlof & Taylor, 20 1 1 ). Interview schedules are more formal and are used when a
project requires uniformity in the wording and sequencing of the questions. "Interview guides are
more flexible and consist of a list of topics and questions that can be asked in different ways for
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different participants" (Lindlof & Taylor, 20 1 1 ). Although I may have a preferred order to ask
my questions, I also wanted to be free to drop some questions, add optional questions, or do
some improvisations depending on the participant and how the conversation within the interview
is going. Therefore, an interview guide was more beneficial to me as opposed to an interview
schedule. By establishing rapport and conducting the interview as if it were a casual conversation
with my participants, I feel that I was able to gain a broader understanding of who my
participants are as people and how they construct their identities through their tattoos. With the
use of an interview guide as opposed to an interview schedule, I was able to potentially have a
conversation with my participants outside of my interview questions to gain more insight of an
individual ' s identity that is being represented by their tattoos that was not adequately discussed
within my interview questions.
During my interviews, I was able to establish rapport with my participants by casually
participating in small talk prior to the actual interview. Rapport is an overall feeling between two
people encompassing a mutual, trusting, and prosocial bond (Frisby & Martin, 20 1 0) . Taking the
time to get to know a little more about them before jumping right into the interview itself made
my participants feel more comfortable around me. I wanted to make my participants as
comfortable as possible in order to get them to fully open up and share their experiences with
me. By creating this comfortable environment for my participants, I was able to make my
participants open up to me and I was able to gain access to the core concepts, such as one ' s
identity, and heart-felt experiences.
I obtained my participants by means of convenience sampling and/or snowball sampling.
A convenience sample is made up of the most convenient, ready, and available people. Anyone
you can find who will cooperate is considered a member of a convenience sample (Lindlof &
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Taylor, 20 1 1 ). I chose this as one potential sampling method because I already knew a few
individuals who would represent target members of the population I intended to research who
were willing to assist me in my research. I was also able to gain access to interviewing a tattoo
artist. After I accomplished this, I was able to sit at the tattoo parlor and recruit other participants
to be members of my study as well. These individuals were considered available participants
(Baxter & Babbie, 2004). Snowball sampling was also beneficial. This type of sampling yields a
study sample through referrals made among people who share or know of others who possess
some characteristics that are of research interest (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1 98 1 ). Snowball
sampling is suited to study subcultures, or people who have certain attributes in common
(Lindlof & Taylor, 200 1 ), such as people who have tattoos. A snowball sample starts when the
researcher locates someone who is willing to serve a dual role of being an interviewee and
someone who will be represented as a sponsor in order to gain access to more potential
participants (Lindlof & Taylor, 20 1 1 ). Snowball refers to the process of accumulation as each
located participant suggests other participants (Baxter & Babbie, 2004).
The overall purpose of the interviews was to obtain a rich understanding of how
individuals portrays themselves, expresses themselves, and construct a personal identity through
tattoos. Here are the topics and questions that I presented during the interviews :
1 . How old were you when you received your first tattoo?
a. What was the experience like?
b. What kind of planning, if any, did you do? (can tie to design, talking to others
for advice, researching designs or artists, saving money)

2. How many tattoos do you have?
a. If multiple, why did you decide to continue getting tattoos?
3 . What influenced/motivated you to get a tattoo?
4. Do you have a tattoo that means the most to you?
a. What does this tattoo mean or symbolize to you?
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b. Where is the tattoo located?
c. Why did you decide to get the tattoo in that spot/area?
d. Is there anything you would never consider getting tattooed on your body?
5 . How d o your tattoos fi t i n your identity o r personality?
6. What do you think the difference, if any, is between people who are tattooed and
people who aren't?
7. How did your friends and family react after you got tattooed?
a.
How have people you don't know treated you because of your tattoos?
b. How do you think the size, content, or placement of a tattoo influences
people' s reactions to them?
c. How do you think your (insert specific identity here) influenced others'
reactions, if at all?
8. Are there people that don't know that you have a tattoo? If so, why?
9. Do you regret getting any of your tattoos?
Upon the completion of the interviews, I transcribed the interviews in order to find
similarities and differences in my interviewees ' responses. Then I coded the interviewees'
responses and used thematic analysis to tease out specific experiences related to identity
construction and communication. Using thematic analysis was the best way to transcribe my
interviews because I used the 5 -step method of data analysis as discussed by Urban and Orbe
(20 1 0), are as follows:
Step 1 . Read the transcripts carefully and make notations in the margins.
Step 2. Develop observations into preliminary descriptive and interpretive categories
based on the evidence that was presented within the transcripts.
Step 3 . Thoroughly examine the preliminary codes in order to identify connections and
develop pattern codes.
Step 4. Determine basic themes by examining clusters of responses made by interviewees
and notes made by the researcher.
Step 5 . Examine themes from all interviews across the groupings that were made to
describe the main themes that were contained in the data.
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Urban and Orbe (20 1 0) discussed the concepts of repetition, recurrence, and forcefulness, which
was the strategy I was able to use in order to help focus the five stages of analysis that I
previously discussed. Repetition is used to describe the recurrences of key words or phrases, and
distinguish significant words that describe experiences and feelings. Recurrence is seen when
meanings are embedded in the text even when participants may have used different words to
represent the same meaning. Finally, forcefulness is when the interviewees use of vocal
inflection, volume, or emphasis is seen as an indicator to assist the researcher in understanding
the importance of certain words or phrases.
Utilizing interviews to collect my data is the most beneficial method because I am able to
obtain the thick descriptions of my participants' motivations and their reasoning' s for using
tattoos to construct their identities. The other concepts I have discussed benefited me in the
transcription process of coding my interviewees' responses. After coding the responses had
concluded, I was able to develop common themes and categorize them accordingly to formulate
my analysis.
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Chapter Three:
Analysis

This section contains the findings that were generated from the interviews I conducted.
These findings were guided by the research question: How do people with tattoos construct and
communicate their identities through their tattoos? These results were calculated through means
of qualitative interviews in order to get the thick description and true meaning behind the
individuals' tattoos. I will begin to answer the research question that was presented by splitting
up the findings into the subsections. I compared the findings with the previous research that has
been conducted in order to determine what corresponded with that research and what did not.
There is also a concluding section that consists of personalized responses from a tattoo artist' s
perspective.
Motivations for Getting Tattooed

As was discussed in the literature review, Wohlrab, Stahl, and Kappeler (2006) identified
ten different categories for why an individual would choose to obtain a tattoo. Those ten
motivations were:
1 . Beauty,

Art,

and Fashion where individuals refer to their tattoos as pieces of art, which

are beautiful and fashionable.
2. Individuality is where individuals create and maintain self-identity by distinguishing
themselves from others (Millner & Eichold, 200 1 ) .
3. Personal Narratives is where the individual expresses their personal values and
experiences through their tattoos.
4. Physical Endurance are statements used by individuals who test their own threshold for
pain endurance, overcoming their limits, and showing off one ' s toughness.
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5. Group Affiliations show belonging to a subculture or the wishful thoughts of becoming a
member of a social circle.
6. Resistance includes reasons such as protests against parents and society.
7. Spirituality and Cultural Tradition are personal affiliations to cultures and their
spirituality (Jeffreys, 2000).
8 . Addiction is seen when an individual might become addicted to the release o f endorphins
which occurs during the painful tattoo process resulting in a positive feeling.
9. Sexual Motivations are seen when an individual expresses sexual affectations or
emphasizing their own sexuality through their tattoos.
1 0. No Specific Reasons is the final category where some people actually state their
impulsive behavior rather than planning their decision over a longer length of time.
It is important to mention that I used these ten categories as guidance for my interviews in hope
to create additional categories to add to this list. Once I started to categorize the responses from
my participants, I found that not all of these motivations were mentioned, but there were some
that were mentioned significantly more than others. Unfortunately, I was not able to gather
enough evidence to create any additional categories due to the fact that all of my participant' s
responses fit into one o f the previously stated categories sufficiently. Due to the fact that I only
had 1 5 participants, this is a logical explanation for not seeing more diverse answers under this
specific category. Participants did mention beauty/art (motivation 1 ), individuality (motivation
2), personal narratives/values (motivation 3), group affiliations (motivation 5), addiction
(motivation 8), and no specific reasons (motivation 1 0).
To start off, my first interviewee was a man in his late forties who wanted to identify as a
member of the Marine Corps. He clearly stated his motivation for receiving a tattoo and that was
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to be identified with this particular group. He also stated how he wanted everyone to know that
he was a Marine and that this is something that made him unique and different from everyone
else. This explanation clearly correlates with the

5th

motivation of group affiliations:

"I was on my way to the marine corps and wanted a tattoo to represent that. Being
a Marine was a high honor in my eyes and I wanted to make it known that I was
part of that branch of military. Even though I was young when I received that
tattoo, I even received the tattoo before I went through basic training to even
become a Marine, I knew that would be my motivation to finish the training and
identify with this badass group."
This participant' s desire to be a Marine is an important part of his identity. This particular
interview was a good start to my interviewing process and I was able to see j ust how these
interviews were going to flow. As stated above, not all motivations were found in my interviews,
but there were some common themes with my interviewees in motivations for obtaining tattoos.
There were a couple categories that were briefly mentioned by the participants. The first
one was how individuals liked the fashion statement tattoos gave off (motivation 1 ). Their
responses were "I' ve always been fascinated with tattoos, designs, and the artwork that went into
tattoos, it just interested me from an early age and motivated me to get a tattoo of my own."
Another one stated simply that "I just like the way they look, they are cool, so I wanted to look
cool and get one." These statements clearly line up with the motivation for the simple reason of
them being fashionable. This also aligns with Craik' s ( 1 994) claim that tattoos and body
piercings are fashion accessories.
One participant was able to fall under the category of resistance which includes reasons
such as protests against parents and society. In this case, the participant was rebelling against her
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significant other. She stated: "I mainly received my tattoo out of spite, I was pissed off at the
time and wanted to do something that no one saw coming." During the interview, she provided
more detail about how it was, in fact, her husband that she was upset with at the time and wanted
to perform a rebellious act and do something she had never considered doing before. That being
to receive a tattoo.
Two participants commented on the addictive nature of getting tattooed (motivation 8).
One participant simply put is as "It became an addiction to me and once I received my first one I
was hooked, I continued to keep getting tattooed, and I have future plans of getting more
tattoos." Another participant mentioned "I just liked the feeling of actually getting tattooed. It
was nowhere near as painful as I thought it was, it was kind of relaxing, at one point I almost fell
asleep." Based on these responses from my participants, we can see the clear connection between
the act of receiving a tattoo and pleasurable feeling or addiction. According to Wohlrab, Stahl,
and Kappeler (2006), addiction is seen when an individual enj oys the release of endorphins
which occurs during the painful tattoo process and then is seen as a positive or pleasurable
feeling to the individual being tattooed.
One of the more common categories that was mentioned was the personal narratives
category (motivation 3). Five participants stated in some way that their tattoos represented their
values and experiences. Their responses included:

"I

wanted something that symbolized my

interests and that it would be there with me forever." "The quote I got means so much to me, it
helps me stay determined and strong throughout my life."

"I

think of it as a way to express

myself or cope with whatever is going on in my life at the time." "All of my tattoo have specific
meanings that are important to me. My first tattoo was a memorial for my father, my second
represents my lifestyle, and my third was in honor of my adopted parents." "My tattoos represent
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my life trials and tribulations." All of these responses fit under the category of individuals'
personal narratives expressed through their values and experiences. These responses also
correlate with the notion presented by Sweetman ( 1 999) which states how the permanence, pain,
and time are needed to receive and care for the tattoo, it imposes a greater value to them than just
a simple accessory.
The most commonly cited motivation was the no specific reasons category (motivation
1 0). Although, I do not necessarily agree with the fact that my interviewees had no specific
reason, rather that they were unable to sufficiently articulate a specific reason that would fit into
any of the other nine categories. Five interviewees failed to articulate a specific reason to
connected to any other category and did not provide enough information to form a new category.
Their responses included: "Seeing other people with tattoos made me want one and I just thought
it looked cool." "I was 1 8 and I could so I went and got it." I saw them on other people and it
made me want to get something tattooed on me." These motivations that were stated reinforced
the motion that was presented by Atkinson and Young (200 1 ) which stated how individuals tend
to value "being different" in regards to their own body modifications, therefore tattoos resemble
attempts to highlight one ' s sense of self-identity. These responses also represented how
individuals attain mastery and control over their own bodies which was a motivation stated by
Carroll and Anderson (2002).
One participant stated multiple different motivations for getting a tattoo. He stated:
"The artwork and designs drew my attention. I like assigning meanings to things
that are important to me. The experience of hearing the gun and the feeling the
pain is like a runne r' s pain to me. It was a pleasurable experience to me. Being
young and thinking they were cool."
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This particular interviewee responded with segments that related to the motivation categories of
beauty and fashion, personal narratives, addiction, and no specific reason. He stated how he was
drawn to tattoos because of the talent that went into putting that kind of art onto someone' s body
permanently. He also stated, later in the interview, that he drew his own designs for the tattoo
artist because this was the best way for him to assign personal meanings to his tattoos. Lastly, he
made it a point to mention that the experience of receiving the tattoo was one of the most
pleasurable feelings he has experienced and that' s the main reason why he continues receiving
tattoos.
Every individual who obtains a tattoo will have some explanation or motivation in order
to justify why they received the tattoo. While I was able to make connections and draw
similarities between my participant's motivations, every individual ' s tattoo is unique to them and
different in regards to size, content, and placement on the body. Tattoo placement was the most
interesting explanation that was discussed by my participant' s and will be unpacked in the
following section.
Tattoos and the Body

When making the decision to become a member of the tattoo community, individuals are
accepting the societal interpretations that come along with tattoos. As stated in the literature
review, performances that do not conform to norms established by the upper-class, such as
tattooing the body, identify the performer as deviant and/or a member of the lower-class. Even
though tattoos are increasing in popularity by the day, the deviance label may still be present due
to the tattoos being excessive on the body, poor location choices, and/or violate class and gender
norms because of the size and placement (Fenske, 2007). This section will discuss my
interviewees ' experience with actually receiving a tattoo, locations of their tattoos and reasoning
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for choosing that location, reactions from strangers, friends, and family members, the influences
their tattoos have on other people, and tattoos that they would never consider receiving.
To begin, the process of getting tattooed is subj ectively, a painful process. Especially in
regards to which part of the body you choose to get tattooed. All of my participant's responses
were different on the scale of pain and placement choices of their tattoos. Two participants
decided to have their upper biceps tattooed, both having similar experiences actually being
tattooed: "It was an uncomfortable feeling, but it didn't hurt as bad as I thought." "I was
informed that it was the least painful spot so that' s why I chose there." Both participants
indicated that they wanted the tattoo to be covered but could also easily show it off if they chose
to do so. This was the result of wanting to cover the tattoo in order to maintain a certain identity
to some people, as opposed to altering their identity and revealing the tattoo to other individuals
depending on the situation.
Transitioning to a more hidden area, three participants decided to have their back
tattooed. Two of which had their lower back tattooed and indicated that this was a place that was
very easy to cover up with clothing because they both work in a professional environment that
does not allow visible tattoos. One participant' s specific reasoning was that "It was a popular
place at the time and everyone was getting tattoos in that spot." While one participant stated "I
wasn't really scared until I was actually lying on the table waiting for the needle to pierce my
back, but then he started and it was actually kind of relaxing and at one point I almost fell asleep
because it was not painful at all.", the other stated "that it was the most painful shit of my life."
The third participant decide to have her upper back tattooed because she also wanted to be able
to cover it up for her work setting but also be able to show it off with certain tops outside of the
workplace. As for the experience, she stated "I was unprepared and didn't know what to expect. I
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was excited and nervous at the same time. I think I was so excited to the point that it outweighed
the painful factor." These specific women chose to receive a tattoo on their back due to the
factors of pain tolerance or fear of actually crossing the line and receiving a tattoo. With their
responses, I was able to connect their experiences to a notion stated by Sanders (2008) which
explains how a tattoo demonstrates courage to the self, and that for some people it meant that
they lived through it and either weren't afraid or that they were able to conquer the fear.
An interesting tattoo placement that was mentioned was one participant who chose to
have her hip tattooed. She stated how this was a small tattoo and it did not take very long to do
so it did not hurt as bad as she had anticipated. When I asked why she chose to get her hip
tattooed, she responded: "I was nervous about the visibility factor. I wanted it to be hidden but
also visible for when I wanted it to be. Such as when I wear a bathing suit or something."
Another tattoo that surprised me was a man who chose to have his entire chest tattooed. He
explained that it was not as painful as what he had anticipated based off of what his peers had
told him. He also stated that he chose the chest because "The tattoo looked best in that spot and
simply because that' s where the design that I wanted fit the best." These two individual also
stated in their interviews how they wanted their tattoos to remain hidden to avoid negative
backlash because of their tattoos. As they explained their reasons why, I realized that it was not
because of a job or fear of being unprofessional, but a fear of being labeled as deviant. Even
though tattoos have had an increase in popularity, especially with our youthful generation, the
deviance label may still be present due to the tattoos being excessive on the body, located on the
face or head, and/or violate class and gender norms because of size, style, and location (Fenske,
2007).
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Another interesting explanation for a tattoo placement was from a woman that chose to
have her wrist tattooed and disregarded the visibility factor. She chose her wrist "For a daily
reminder of what I went through and to never feel that way again. I put this image in a visible
spot because I want other people to see it and if they went through the same experience as me,
then they know they are not alone." She followed up this statement by telling me about her
experience in the tattoo shop: "The overall experience was

fun.

The people in the shop were very

welcoming and I wasn't nervous at all. It was a very relaxing feeling to actually get tattooed and
I enjoyed it a lot." Two other participants chose to receive tattoos on their forearms, also
disregarding the visibility factor. These two individuals also had very different experiences with
receiving a tattoo on this spot of the body. One participant stated how the process of receiving
the tattoo was "more painful than I thought it would be because during the tattoo I had to go to
the bathroom and so I got up and when I got back it had started to swell and then they were
tattooing over the swelling and it hurt really bad then." While the other participant stated that "I
had a lot of positive anticipation going into the tattoo. As he started tattooing me, I realized that
this wasn't painful at all. It was a very pleasurable experience, very positive and relaxing as
well." Both of these participants indicated that they chose their forearms because their careers
did not care if they had visible tattoos and they wanted them to be visible for everyone to see.
Therefore, these three individuals did not care about the deviance label that may or may not
come with receiving a tattoo. Their tattoos clearly emphasized how there are changes in their
lives, as well as everyone ' s lives. These are reminders that tattoos emphasize a complex notion
of writing on the body because they articulate the penetrable body that is ever changing and in
process. Clearly making the connection that everyone will experience change in their life at some
point and that they are able to get through it.

41
CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES THROUGH TATTOOS
The most common area that was mentioned, surprisingly, also happens to be the most
painful spot based on my own personal experience and the responses from my participants. Four
participants decided to have their ribs and/or side of their torso tattooed. The reasonings for
choosing to have this spot tattooed were either "I wanted it to be hidden but I could also show it
off if l wanted to" or "It' s where it looked the best." One participant wanted to mention how
"I'm not big on tattoos that are visible, because we live in a society where visible tattoos are not
accepted necessarily. I have a corporate j ob and I wanted to be professional and not have visible
tattoos." With this notion in mind, this particular individual didn't want to be perceived as
someone who is incapable of doing his j ob because he is negatively stigmatized by his tattoos,
therefore he received his tattoos in a hidden area. Reasons for this notion is that performances,
such as tattooing the body, that do not conform to norms established by the upper-class identify
the performer as deviant. Then they are devalued and labeled as "vulgar and tasteless" due to
their challenging of behaviors and social norms that were put in effect by the upper class (Fiske,
1 989). This was a common theme that was stated by a few other participants as well.
Tattoos: What Will People Think?

When you make the decision to get tattooed, you also accept the baggage that comes
along with it. Meaning that your tattoos may cause some unwanted j udgement, as they become a
part of how people "read" a person' s identities and make perceptions and impressions. Although
my argument for this entire research proj ect is stating that tattoos are, slowly but surely,
becoming more socially acceptable, there are still individuals in this world that think negatively
about tattoos and may judge your character for receiving them. Therefore, I asked my
participants about what their friends and family thought of their tattoos and their reasonings for
receiving them. The first participant I interviewed surprised me by saying how he received "No
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reaction from anybody really. Most people I knew, friends and family, had tattoos and it was a
common thing with the people I associated with." All but one of my participants went on to
explain how their friends supported their decision to receive a tattoo and they did not pass any
judgment whatsoever. That one other participant stated how her friends were more in shock
because she was not the type of individual to get a tattoo and it surprised them all. Eleven of my
participants stated in some way that their families were supportive of them receiving tattoos and
did not pass any j udgement as well. As for the remaining four individuals, they all had a similar
response which was "The family members that knew were in disbelief. I hid my tattoo from them
for a long time to avoid being judged and I knew they wouldn' t approve." This notion continues
to support the literature that states how tattoos are looked down upon more frequently by
members of older generations and accepted more so by younger generations.
Aside from people that my participants knew, I wanted to hear some stories about how
strangers reacted to their tattoos, if at all. Ten of my participants, surprisingly had the same
response, which was "I never had a negative experience or comment said to my face." They all
went on to mention how whenever their tattoos did come up in conversation with someone they
didn't know that they were all positive interactions and compliments. The remaining five
participants stated something along the lines of "No stranger or someone I didn't know has seen
my tattoo to know I even have it, therefore, I have not had any experiences in regards to this
because it is hidden." This can be related to personality characteristics of my participants.
Nonvisible tattoos are not a common conversation starter among strangers due to the fact that
you may have to expose some skin in order to show off their tattoos. Which, in most cases,
p�ople would be uncomfortable doing so in order to show a stranger. Therefore, this is a clear
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reason for why conversations between strangers would not consist of the nonvisible tattoos that
me participants have.
Since none of my participants have truly dealt with a negative experience because of their
tattoos, I wanted to ask them what they didn't like about tattoos and to see if they placed any
judgement on certain tattoos based on the size, content, and placement of these tattoos. Some of
the common themes that arose from my participants were in regards to stereotyping, gender
issues, and overall j udgements. Some of the specific responses were: "People that don't like or
agree with tattoos would stereotype you into an image that you're really not." "If the content of
the tattoo isn't self-explanatory, it' s easier for people to judge someone else' s tattoos." "People
get judged more harshly based on societal perceptions of big tattoos such as sleeves or face and
neck tattoos." "Placement is more of an issue for females than males based on how society has
constructed this taboo on tattoos." I found this last quote very interesting in the sense that this
participant brought up gender. It is said in the literature, that when issues of femininity are
present, tattooing can be related to jeopardizing a woman's femininity. Steward ( 1 990) states
how women that choose to mark their bodies with tattoos willfully violate existing norms about
gender and may be labeled and "tramps" or "dykes". It was also mentioned how tattoos on a
woman' s body is a significant violation of feminine body practice (DeMello, 2000). However,
other authors state how tattooing is increasing among women because this practice may be seen
as a way to overthrow hegemonic ideologies about femininity, especially as it relates to images
of the weak, sexually obj ectified, and otherwise submissive women (Butler, 1 990). Atkinson also
stated how getting tattoos rej ects the idea that women are considered passive and best unharmed
and that women tattoo enthusiasts express different standards for what they consider to be
feminine through their tattoo projects (2002).

44
CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES THROUGH TATTOOS
Regret and Tattoo Avoidance

Interestingly, only three interviewees had mentioned that they regret receiving one of the
tattoos on their body. One individual had two and regretted their second one, another individual
only had 1 and regretted it completely, and lastly, the final individual had 1 6 tattoos and only
regretted receiving one of them. This interesting notion that I learned about my participants made
me want to explore what people would never consider getting tattooed onto their bodies. If you
regret a tattoo you have now, why did you get it in the first place? Are there things that these
people would never consider getting tattooed in regards to content and placement at the current
moment, if so, what?
As I moved to the interview question of "Is there anything that you would never consider
getting tattooed on your body?", I transcribed similar answers from a maj ority of my
participants. Placement wise, a maj ority of the responses included nothing on the face or neck. It
was also mentioned that one individual would never get their feet tattooed because "I heard it
was a very painful spot." Content wise, a maj ority of the responses included nothing along the
lines of gothic or medieval tattoos. It was also mentioned significantly that they would not
consider getting anything vulgar such as nudity or profanity. Another content specification that
popped up frequently was that they wouldn't consider getting someone else ' s name tattooed on
their bodies. Lastly, over half of my participants felt the need to state that they would never
consider getting a spontaneous tattoo and that it would have to have a significant meaning in
order for them to get a tattoo.
While the body is something that is given to us in a certain way as we come into this
world, we are faced with the argument that was stated in the literature about how tattooing
denaturalizes the body. By receiving a tattoo, you are destroying the "natural" aspect of the body.
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However, I have made my argument clear and aligned with the supporting literature in
explaining how tattoos are simply alternative ways of utilizing self-expression. More
importantly, how we construct identities by marking our bodies with tattoos.
Identity Construction

Individuals who choose to express themselves and formulate their identities through
tattoos alter their physical appearance. The tattoo becomes a physical attribute or artifact to the
individual. An individual' s tattoo can then be seen as his/her personal possession that can be put
on display for themselves and others if they wish for others to see it. As stated in the literature
review, a person with tattoos identifies with those who wear tattoos. The individual obtaining a
tattoo wants to transform himself/herself, not just to acknowledge an inner change, but to make a
clearly noticeable statement to display a form of transformation. Looking back to the
communication theory of identity, it is based on social categorization and shared group
memberships (Turner, 1 99 1 ). Societal norms and practices are internalized in the form of social
identities based on social categories, especially ingroup and outgroup distinctions. In this case,
we are comparing individuals who have tattoos and individuals who don't. We, as a society,
cannot underestimate the need to be noticed. We want to be thought of as people who have not
conformed, or settled with, the norm. This would be considered too ordinary for those who wish
to stand out and make themselves known. Those who are tattooed become a member of the tattoo
subculture and are represented by some aspect of the dominant society that attempts to shape our
identities (Chao, 2006).
Another aspect that we will keep in mind for this entire section is the formulation of
relational identity. Relational identity/culture is defined as a transacted system of understandings
that coordinate attitudes, actions, and identities of participants within a relationship (Wood
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1 982). The shared relationship that we are analyzing here is whether or not individuals share the
trait of having a tattoo or not. A relational identity arises out of communication and becomes an
increasingly central influence on individual partners' ways of knowing, being, and acting in
relation to each other and the outside world (Lee, 2006). This identity is essential in relation to
tattoos because this identity is its own culture that is co-created by its members and these
members then know how to behave and interact appropriately and effectively when faced with
the situation of having their tattoos brought up during an interaction. Lastly, another important
aspect in regards to relational identity is that this identity does not simply represent obj ects or
places, but references the interpretations or meanings that are attached to these specific obj ects
that make up the relationship (Wood, 1 982). When obtaining a tattoo, you obtain a relational
identity and become a member of this subculture. You now are accepted by this ingroup and
learn appropriate ways to communicate and interact within these particular relationships.
Additionally, I was able to discover some instances of communal identities as well. This is where
individuals are not necessarily connecting to the community of tattooed people, but to a specific
group of people they identify with. The tattoo can be seen as a visual representation as a member
of this particular community.
Throughout this section, my participants will be introduced and pictures of the tattoos
that they discussed during their interviews will be displayed if they gave consent to do so.
Unfortunately, my first two participants did not wish to be photographed, however, the
remaining thirteen participants gave consent to include their photographs in this thesis. All of the
names of the participants have been changed to protect the confidentiality of my participants'
identity. To start off, I will explain what the tattoo is and how it formulates the wearers identity
based off of their responses within their interviews. I will also tie in some concepts that were
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discussed within the literature review to support the existing research and to conclude, I will add
a section about what my participants think the difference is between people who are tattooed and
people who are not.
Tattoos may accomplish the sense of belonging to a group or category of people, such as
the emblem of which military branch you served in (Edgerton & Dingman, 1 963). This was the
exact case for my first participant Dylan. Dylan was 1 8 years of age when he received his first
tattoo. The tattoo he chose was the emblem for the Marine Corps military branch. Dylan stated
"This tattoo represents that I served in the military and I wanted to be identified as
a Marine for the rest of my life and I wanted everyone else to know that as well."
Unfortunately, Dylan did not wish to be photographed for this project because he was
embarrassed that he had not touched up his tattoo in a while and it did not look very good. He
did not want that image to be the representation of him being a part of the military because it
doesn't look very good. He does have plans of getting it covered up with a better looking Marine
Corps emblem. An interesting fact about Dylan' s tattoo was that he got the tattoo before he was
even part of the military. He stated how "It was my motivation to get me through the basic
training." However, his drill instructors had other plans for him: "The tattoo influenced my drill
instructor' s reactions because it was fuel for them to give me a hard time for having the Marine
Corps emblem tattooed on me before I was technically a Marine." A person' s physical
appearance affects his or her self-definition, identity, and interaction with others (Cooley, 1 964).
A physical feature of an individual could be the tattoo itself, therefore, this tattoo could also be
an artifact that is put on display for others to see and is considered to be a personal possession
(Martin & Nakayama, 20 1 1 ). This is the case for Dylan, he received his tattoo before he was
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even considered to be a Marine. The tattoo represented a mark of identity for him and influenced
his interactions with others that were around him at the time, specifically his drill sergeants.
Tattoos themselves may function as a means of self-identification. The tattoo can mean a
couple different things such as symbolizing that an individual has reached full maturity and
symbolically separate the self from individuals or groups, such as parents, spouses, or employers,
who have been exercising control over the individual ' s personal choices (Sanders, 2008). This
seems to be the case for a couple of my participants specifically. First, Theresa did not receive
her first tattoo until she was 3 0 years of age. She had recently gotten in an argument with her
husband at the time and decided to get back at him in a creative way, by getting a tattoo. Theresa
described herself as a quiet person and that she is the type of person that no one would ever
expect her to have a tattoo. She explained
"That ' s exactly why I did it, because no one thought I would, it represents the
rebel I used to have in me. It' s a tattoo, nonetheless, but it' s a girly tattoo to
represent that I

am

a girly girl, but it' s still a tattoo and it made me feel like a

rebel for getting it. Most people don't even believe that I have one until I show
them."
Theresa's tattoo was placed on her lower back and it consisted of a big red heart with some girly
chain links on each side of the heart. Theresa also wished to remain unphotographed because it is
not something she identifies with anymore and says that she regrets receiving the tattoo. It is
through the use of communication and the exchange of messages between people that identities
can be co-created, negotiated, and changed (Hecht, Collier, & Ribeau, 1 993). This is something
to consider in Theresa' s case. She stated how no one believed that she had a tattoo until she
showed them. Therefore, her identity would have never been changed or j eopardized in the eyes
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of others if she chose to conceal her tattoo from everybody. Now, her identity had to be
negotiated in the sense that her friends and family may have perceived her differently after
obtaining the tattoo .
A similar story goes with a couple other participants. As we seen Theresa break free from
her sheltered self and express control over her own life, we see some individuals who left the
nest early on in their life and received tattoos because they were of age to do so. Hence, breaking
free from the control of their parents and expressing their self-identification as a legal adult. My
participants Clyde, Jake, and Elliott all had this outlook for when they turned 1 8 years of age and
received their first tattoo simply because they could do so without their parents' permission.
Clyde has one tattoo and it is located on his chest (see Figure 1 ). It consists of a wing on one side
and the phrase "sky is the limit" on the other side. Clyde states :
"This tattoo represents who I am as an individual. It represents my personality. I
look at myself and see a determined individual who can do anything you put your
mind to and that ' s what I tell other people as well. Those are like my words of
wisdom for whoever cares to hear them. With that being said, everyone I knew
seemed to understand why I got this tattoo and they supported it as well."

Figure 1. Clyde ' s tattoo.
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Tattoos are mechanisms of social communication that have the function of providing symbolic
information about the bearer' s personal interests, social position, or self-definition (Sanders,
2008). Clyde clearly stated how he is a determined individual and he likes to pass this wisdom on
to his friends and family members. His social position and self-definition are clearly defined
within his response.
My next participant was Jake. As stated before, Jake was 1 8 years of age when he
received his first tattoo. The tattoo he chose was a representation of his faith to being a Christian.
This is the tattoo that means the most to Jake and it is the Cadillac Symbol with the initials "JC"
inscribed into the license plate (see Figure 2). He explains :
"Al of my tattoos that I have now represent my identity as a Christian. For this
first one, in particular, I came up with the idea on my own. I designed it myself
and it turned out great. After I received it, everyone was understanding of why I
chose this tattoo and the meaning I had behind it. Everyone was real supportive."

Figure 2. Jake' s tattoo.
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The communication theory of identity is based on social categorization and shared group
memberships (Turner, 1 99 1 ). This social categorization and shared group membership is the
motivation for why Jake decided to receive this particular tattoo in a very visible area. Societal
norms and practices are internalized in the form of social identities based on social categories,
especially ingroup and outgroup distinctions (Turner, 1 99 1 ). Jake wanted it to be clear that he is
involved in the ingroup of being a Christian.
The last participant that connected with this group of individuals was Elliott. Elliott
talked a lot about his first tattoo and another tattoo that he mentioned were his favorites and
really explained the kind of person that he is. His first tattoo is the image of a wolf which is
located on his upper bicep. The second tattoo he mentions is a memorial tattoo for someone he
lost that was important to him and is located on the side of his torso (see Figure 3).
"The first tattoo symbolizes how I would protect my family and my strength will
assist me in doing so, plus it' s my favorite animal. The second tattoo is a
memorial for a friend that passed away. These tattoos shape up different periods
of my life, things I had to go through, and the different people that I care about."

Figure 3 . Elliott's tattoos.
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Tattoos themselves may function as a means of self-identification (Sanders, 2008). Elliott clearly
identifies himself in his response as a protector of his family and a loyal friend. He is someone
that expresses how the fierceness of a wolf is comparable to the attitude he has when it comes to
protecting his family. He also mentioned the relevance of his memorial tattoo and wanting to be
perceived as a loyal friend and receiving a tattoo that acknowledges a tough time he went
through.
Tattoos can also serve as a deliberate indication of what the wearers identity is as
opposed to letting it arise naturally or spontaneously. They could even be using tattoos as a tool
to communicate their identities more freely and nonverbally, rather than verbally communicating
their identities because they do not feel comfortable vocalizing them (Vevea, 2008). This is my
personal outlook on tattoos and this is also a common theme that arose with a maj ority of my
participants. Myself and the remaining participants all found it easier to express ourselves
nonverbally through our tattoos rather than verbally communicating our identities. We express
ourselves more freely and creatively as opposed to individuals who do not have tattoos.
As I categorize my interviewees' responses, I notice a common theme with a few of
them. Sarah, Allison, Matt, Tabetha, and Wyatt all have tattoos that represent their love for their
families. They identify as caring, loving, and family-centered individuals and they wanted to
express that through their tattoos. Sarah talks about two tattoos in particular (see Figure 4). The
first one, she mentions is her favorite and the second one represents her outlook as a family
centered person. She received her tattoos when she was 1 8 years of age.
"The first tattoo I got is just something small and girly, j ust like me, and I wanted
something to represent that. The second tattoo is a quote that reminds me of my
family. I have been through a lot of family problems with my grandmother, aunt,
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and grandfather and those experiences required a lot of strength to get them
through those hard times. That quote also reminds me that I required a lot of
strength to get through those times and that's all you need to get through,
strength,"

Figure 4. Sarah's tattoos.

The decision we make to permanently mark ourselves and acquire a tattoo is motivated by how
the recipient defines himself/herself (Sander, 1 988). Sarah clearly decides that she will define
herself as a girly person and a family person, as she states in her response.
Allison was 22 years of age when she received her first tattoo. She mentions how her
favorite tattoo is still the first one she received and is located on her hip. It is a memorial tattoo
for her grandmother that passed away not too long ago in her life (see Figure 5).
"The first tattoo I received was on my hip and it is a memorial for my
grandmother and it says "Love Grandma Donna" I got the font in her handwriting
to symbolize how much of an impact she had on my life. It' s funny now that I
think about it because I had no intention of getting a tattoo until she passed away.
My other two tattoos represent me as a family person and my love for dogs. My
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tattoos made sense to everyone for the most part, but the one that didn't make a
lot of sense was the open heart on my wrist because I don't really want to come
off as a touchy-feely and caring person but that's who I

am

deep down and that's

what it represents to an extent."

Figure 5. Allison's tattoos.

While Allison states that she cared deeply for her grandmother and that she loves her dogs, she
also states that she is a family person but doesn't always come off as someone who is considered
emotional or "touch-feely". Therefore, why does she want a tattoo to symbolize that and still not
really tell anyone what it means? It is possible that tattoo wearers could be using their art to
deliberately create an identity as opposed to letting it arise naturally, or they can use their tattoos
as tools to communicate their identities nonverbally because they do not feel comfortable
vocalizing them (Vevea, 2008). This is a connection with Alison' s response. Since she does not
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necessarily state what the tattoo represents to others, she explains "that ' s what it represents to
me" and she does not have to vocalize that to know what it means in her mind.
Matt was 1 6 years old when he received his first tattoo. H e was not rebelling against his
parents, more so, participating in bonding strategies with his mother. His mother actually went
with him and received a tattoo at the same time that Matt did. He earned this accomplishment by
winning a bet with his mother. Matt discussed two tattoos during his interview. The one he
received when he was 1 6 and another one that he received a little later in his life (see Figure 6).
"The first tattoo I received was a memorial for a family member who was
diagnosed with Alzheimer' s disease. It is the symbol for it actually. The other
tattoo that means the most to me is the purple ribbon, which represents
Alzheimer' s disease as well and the other ribbon represents diabetes with the
names of my family members who were diagnosed with these diseases going
through the design. These tattoos don't really represent who I am but they do
represent the experiences I have faced. I guess they show that I care for my family
more than representing who I am as a person."

Figure 6. Matt's tattoos.
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In Matt's case, we can see that he utilized symbols to formulate his tattoos. Core symbols refer to
the concepts of meanings that members of a cultural group use to distinguish themselves as being
different in regards to another cultural community (Collier & Thomas, 1 98 8). Matt states how he
realizes that his tattoos don't necessarily construct his identity or make up who he is as a person,
but represent the obstacles that he has had to face in his life.
Transitioning from a family that you are born into, how about families that you create?
Tabetha spoke to me in her interview about her favorite tattoo that represented her identity as a
mother and someone who cares deeply for her family (see Figure 7). She received her tattoo
when she was 22 right after her baby was brought into this world.
"My favorite tattoo is the one I got to represent my daughter. It is in honor of her.
It' s beautiful, j ust like her. I think of me getting a tattoo to represent my free spirit
attitude and that I ' m an open book. Some of the other tattoos I have, I just got on
a whim, some of them just represent my favorite colors, but mainly this one
means the most to me."

Figure 7. Tabetha' s tattoo.
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Making the connection with Clyde ' s response from earlier, Tabetha explains how her tattoo
represents her social position and self-definition. She clearly defines herself as a mother and a
mother who cares deeply for her beautiful daughter.
The last participant that made a clear connection to his representation as a family
centered individual was Wyatt. Wyatt was 1 8 years old when he received his first tattoo and it
was a cross to represent his love for his family. He also has two other tattoos that he discussed in
his interview that sum up his life and a memorial for his adopted parents as well (see Figure 8).
"The tattoo that is located on my ribs is my favorite, it is a scroll with a Bible
verse on it and it represents my life in general. My other two tattoos probably
mean the most to me because they represent my family. More specifically my
birth father and my adopted parents. It just shows that I care for my family and I
appreciate all they have done for me and they have made me the person that I am
today."

Figure 8. Wyatt' s tattoos.
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Wyatt is, without a doubt, a family man. He makes clear connections as to why his tattoos
represent his love for his family. However, Wyatt was one of the participants who has chosen to
hide his tattoos due to the fact that his family is against tattoos. When analyzing Wyatt's tattoos
from his perspective and his parents' perspective, we can make a connection to avowal and
ascription processes. As stated my Martin and Nakayama (20 1 1 ), Avowal is the self which an
individual portrays, whereas as ascription is the process by which others assign identities to a
particular individual. His reasons are clear for why he chose to receive a tattoo, whereas his
parents would explain that they think negatively of tattoos and wouldn't want Wyatt to get any.
The remaining participants still had connections to the notions presented by Vevea, in the
sense that individuals may wish to express themselves nonverbally as opposed to verbally
explaining their identities (2008). However, these tattoos were a little more arbitrary than the
others. Brittany, Wesley, Alyssa, and Denise all had very unique tattoos and had some creative
meanings to represent their identities. Brittany chose to get her favorite quote tattooed on her ribs
at the age of 2 1 to represent the simple lifestyle that she lives and it serves as a reminder of the
good and bad times in her life (see Figure 9).
"My tattoo is small and simple and represents what I value in life. Meaning that I
am j ust trying to keep myself calm and motivated as I finish up college. My tattoo
shows that good times and bad times will pass in everyone' s life and this is just a
reminder to myself to not take things for granted. Once I explained my reasoning
to people, they were more accepting of the tattoo, especially my family who is not
the most supportive of tattoos."
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Figure 9. Brittany' s tattoo.

Brittany states how her tattoo is j ust a daily reminder that there are going to be good times and
bad times but they will always pass. This is a clear connection a notion that is presented by
Popplestone ( 1 963) that states how tattoos can be seen as an exoskeleton defense; these tattoos
are modifications of the body that will protect an individuals' confidence when they are faced
with an external threat. Even though this is more focused on the bad times portion, it is assumed
that she will not need some form of defense during the good times portion of her life.
Wesley discussed another unique tattoo. He received his tattoo at the age of 20 years old
and he is not someone who is afraid of the visibility factors connected to tattoos. His tattoo is an
image of an arrow (see Figure 1 0). This tattoo is located on his forearm in order for him to see it
every single day. Wesley expresses that his tattoos are just merely accessories to his body.
Although they do have significant meanings, he just likes the way they look as well. Wesley
explains:
"For an arrow to fly forward it has to be pulled back at first and it' s symbolic to
show that I

am

a survivor of sexual abuse and I'm still able to succeed in life and

propel forward even after being tom down in my past. This tattoo, and my other
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tattoos as well, clearly make up who I am and they represent the experiences that
have been presented throughout my life. Everyone I know is understanding and
accepting of my tattoos based on the fact that they are so meaningful and personal
to me."

Figure J O. Wesley's tattoo.

Wesley has obviously gone through a difficult period in his life and this tattoo is a symbolic
motivational tool to keep him looking forward in life. The reasoning for receiving this tattoo
relates to a notion that was proposed by Hamburger ( 1 966) . He states that tattoos can serve as
ego-protecting functions.

An

individual with certain tattoos may suffer from an underdeveloped

ego or a damaged sense of self-confidence and the tattoo is a mechanism that the individual will
use to cope with this issue (Hamburger, 1 966).
Alyssa had a very creative explanation of why she chose to get her tattoos. She was 1 9
years old and wanted to get something that represented the hard times she had went through in
her life. She also talked about another tattoo that represents her interest and love for her pet cats.
Alyssa is also someone who is not afraid of the visibility factors that go with tattoos. Her most
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meaningful tattoo is placed on her wrist and her other tattoo is located behind her ear (see Figure
1 1 ).
"My most meaningful tattoo is a semi colon with a camera around it. This shows
my interest in photography and how that interest really helped me get my mind
off things and get through a rough patch in my life. I got this tattoo for a daily
reminder to never go back to the way I felt and so other people knew that they are
not alone in their struggles as well. The other tattoo represents how I love my cats
and it means a lot to me because it' s j ust one of my favorite tattoos that I have.
My tattoos are artistic and nerdy, just like my personality."

Figure 1 1 . Alyssa' s tattoos.

Relating Alyssa' s reasoning back to Dylan's reasoning, she utilizes her tattoos as personal
possession that re put on display for others to see. The physical feature that is being displayed is
the tattoo itself and Alyssa stated how it is a symbol to remind me never to feel the way that I did
again and that if other people see it then they will know that they are not alone in their struggles.
Discussed earlier in this section, I mentioned the notion of communal identities. Alyssa' s tattoo
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is a clear representation of a communal identity because she states how she put this tattoo in a
visible spot to show other people that they are not alone if they share the same struggle that
Alyssa did. Visibly putting this tattoo on the body to represent her relational identity of being a
member of the tattoo community, and receiving the semi-colon to represent her communal
identity are great representations of her overall identity.
My final interviewee had one of the more unique tattoos that I had seen. Her name was
Denise and she received her tattoo when she was 1 9 years of age. Her tattoo is located on her
lower back due to the fact that she works in a professional environment around children and
wanted to be able to cover it up when it was necessary to do so. Her tattoo originates from
Ancient Egypt and she also puts her American twist on it as well. The image is an ankh with a
ying-yang emblem in the middle of it (see Figure 1 2). Denise states :
"This tattoo shows my entire outlook on life. It represents that life has a way of
balancing itself out in so many different ways. It can also represent the j oy of life,
energy, or things that just make me happy. It puts me in a good mood, knowing
that I have it tattooed on my body."

Figure 12. Denise ' s tattoo.

63
CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES THROUGH TATTOOS
Denise explains how her tattoo represents her outlook on life and how it is j ust something that
puts her in a good mood whenever she sees it. This can line up with, previously mentioned,
avowal process. The avowal process is the self which an individual portrays (Martin &
Nakayama, 20 1 1 ) and is where we can see the bigger picture from the tattoo wearers eyes in
regards to what they are identifying as and what their tattoos represent.
The last thing I wanted to talk to my interviewees about was what they thought the
difference between individuals who have tattoos and individuals who don't was. A lot of the
participants had similar answers. Five of them stated how there is no difference and that we are
all just people. Six of them went on the explain that it is simply j ust a matter of people choosing
to express themselves differently. A few others varied in the personality aspects by saying things
like "Tattooed individuals are more open to expressing themselves." "It ' s someone' s interest
versus someone else ' s interest." "It all depends on someone' s personality." "Tattooed individuals
tend to be more free-spirited and less judgmental." All in all, it is simply a matter of how you
choose to express yourself, what you choose to believe in, whether you like tattoos or not, or
whether or not you are afraid to make that jump and get a tattoo.
A Note from a Tattoo Artist

This section is composed of an interview that was conducted with a tattoo artist. It was
interesting to include the responses from a tattoo artist so readers can see both sides of the table
in this interpersonal encounter, that is communicating with a tattoo artist to receive a tattoo.
These responses will give the readers a brief look into the eyes of a tattoos artist and a taste of
how the encounters differ from the artist' s perspective. The tattoo artist that I interviewed will be
addressed by the name of Alan. Alan has had 1 3 years of tattooing experience and has made a
name for himself and established an impressive reputation within a central Illinois community.
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To start off the interview, I asked a few of the same questions that I asked my other
interviewees. Alan received his first tattoo when he was 26 years old. An interesting fact about
Alan, was that he was a unique tattoo artist, at the time, for he did not receive his first tattoo until
he had completed about six years of tattooing clients. His experience with receiving his tattoo
was " . . . interesting because I had my mentor tattoo me. It wasn't a very positive experience now
that I think about it . . . The pain was a completely different feeling than I had anticipated. It was
very painful because of the size and placement of the tattoo." This tattoo, for Alan, was the start
of an entire back piece that he designed and had been planning for quite a while (see Figure 1 3 ).
He stated:
"I placed this piece on my back because it was the spot that made the most sense
and it' s where it fit appropriately based on the meaning and the size of the tattoo."

Figure 13. Alan's tattoo.
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After obtaining more tattoos over the course of hi s career, I wanted to understand what
getting tattooed meant to Alan and see if his response differed from that of my other participants.
Although not too surprise, Alan's responses were similar to the other participants. Alan stated:
"My tattoos represent things that are important to me. They represent tokens that I
get to take with me in life. My tattoos are my life experiences and milestones that
I have overcome and they are just creative reminders of that."
I then modified one of my interview questions to say "Was it a shock to your friends and
family that you wanted to become a tattoo artist?" He responded:
"I started tattooing in 2003 , before all the TV shows and what not, back when it
was still taboo. I graduated from college with an art degree. At first, I was afraid
to tell my parents and I was terrified because I knew they wouldn't approve. I
know it' s still not what my parents envisioned for me to be, but now they have
come to be proud of what I do and they respect my business. They also respect
that I am able to make this a career and run a successful business."
Moving away from his tattoos specifically, I began to ask him questions in regards to his
clients and their tattoos and the experiences he has encountered while being a tattoo artist. I
started off by asking him "Is there more work involved on your part because you are the tattoo
artist?" He responded:
"Every client is different, I feel as though I am a unique artist in the sense that I
make my clients schedule a consultation before I will actually tattoo them so we
are on the same page of what they want the tattoo to look like. Not every artist
does this, but I think it is important to ensure the client gets what the client
wants."
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I then moved into asking him about if he had experienced any negative situations while being a
tattoo artist. I asked "Have you experienced any negative judgments based on your work or your
tattoos?" He answered:
"Not really, because my tattoos are hidden. I get the opposite reaction because
someone would judge me because I

am

a tattoo artist and they would be like "well

where' s your tattoos?" Then they would think that I am incapable of doing their
tattoo because I haven't been covered in them myself. Even to this day it comes
off as if l don't look the part because I don't have visible tattoos everywhere."
This was an interesting notion to me because every tattoo artist I have personally encountered
has been covered from neck to the toes at the very least with tattoos. When I met Alan, I realized
that he didn't have a lot of visible tattoos aside from a small quarter-sized tattoo on his wrist. I
also began to realize that I had already judged him based on a first-impression basis. I looked at
him and then thought to myself "it' s kind of weird that he doesn't have a lot of visible tattoos
and he is supposed to be a very popular tattoo artist for this area. I don't think I would trust him
to do my next tattoo." I also began to wonder if this was a common thought that other clients
have had. So, I asked him "Has the realization of you not having a lot of visible tattoos caused
problems with .any clients that you have had in the past?" He responded:
"Not really, because I have developed a reputation for myself. It was more early
on when I was starting my career when I didn't have the portfolio backup like I do
now to defend myself."
After learning a little more about his experiences with tattooing clients, I wanted to dig
into the content of what he has tattooed onto his clients. During the interview, some casual,
tangent conversation occurred and I learned that Alan has tattooed some very interesting things
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onto some of his clients. He stated that he refuses to tattoo anyone that is clearly under the
influence of drugs or alcohol which may alter their decisions about the type of tattoo they want
or the fact of getting a tattoo at all . He noted that if he knew the client personally, or he thought
the tattoos were consider "potty humorous" or he j ust thought they were funny to the client or
himself then he would do the tattoo. He went on to mention that the craziest thing he has ever
tattooed was the "knee-gina". He went into brief detail but did not get too specific with what this
entailed. Long story short, it was the inside of a client' s knee that was made to look like a vagina
opening and closing.
After this humorous conversation came to a close, I brought our attention back to my
interview questions by asking him about judgements and stereotypes of tattoos. More
specifically, I asked him about how the size, content, and placements of tattoos result in negative
reactions, judgements, or stereotypes from other people. Alan stated:
Size is definitely a defining factor, if its small, people would associate that with it
being cute. Since it' s so small it' s not consider shocking, however, if you get
something on the face, it' s more bold and in your face and more shocking. Same
goes for big sleeve tattoos that are very bold and out there. Content wise, I guess
if it' s not something like a swastika or something like that. Unless it' s like a dick
or a bunch of dicks. Tattoos like these clearly draw a lot of negative stigma. As
for placement, the face is clearly a place where people think that the person who
got the tattoo could've thought of a better place to put it."
I even went as far to ask him about things that he would never consider getting tattooed.
Especially with him being a tattoo artist, I wondered if there was any content or placement of a
tattoo that he would never consider getting. He answered:
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"I would never get a lot of things that I tattoo on my clients. Since it' s a client
driven business, I have to do what they want.

I

would never get a tattoo on my

face right now, but who knows, ten years down the road I might change my mind.
This business is a fluent spectrum that is constantly changing and interests come
and go, so who knows?"
As our interview was coming to an end, I wanted to be able to end on a philosophical
note and ask Alan if he had any advice for anyone who was wanting to get a tattoo or nervous to
take that step and become part of the tattoo subculture. He stated:
"It ' s important to know exactly what you want and that you are completely sure
that you want it. I recommend looking at multiple artists' portfolios and get
referrals from your friends. Make sure the artist that you' re going to is skilled in
the style of tattoo that you want to get. If you want a portrait, go to someone who
is good at portraits. Same for line work or black and grey. Ask your friends if they
are happy with their tattoos and the artist that did it? Make sure the person you are
going to is the right person for the j ob, just because the artist you're looking at is
good at one thing, they may not be good at another aspect of tattooing. As for
those that are nervous about getting a tattoo in general, this is a cliche but we've
all heard "Only tattooed people don't care if you're tattooed or not." I have
personally seen someone change their outlook on tattoos in my shop before. They
didn't want tattoos or care for people who had tattoos until they finally got one for
themselves and realized that it is not a big deal, because essentially, they are not a
big deal."
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As you can see, there are many different motivations for obtaining a tattoo. All of my
participants have their unique tattoos that represent who they are and what experiences they have
faced. Tattoos can be seen as an accessory to the body to represent someone' s free-spirited
personality, or they could represent a life experience that has shaped someone to be the person
they are today. Either way, tattoos are not something you can just look at and expect to
understand. They take time and a willingness to understand and appreciate someone' s version of
self-expression and identity representation.
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Chapter Four :
Conclusions

With tattoos becoming more socially accepted by the day in this society, it is important to
study how it affects communication and be more competent during interactions where tattoos are
present. Individuals who have tattoos no longer need to be feared or negatively stereotyped
because of previously stated history or premature judgment. Tattoos are merely representations
of how an individual chooses to express themselves and communicate what their identities are.
In lesser terms, tattoos are simply accessories that can be worn on the body by individuals who
choose to do so. In this chapter I summarize the findings in relation to my research question,
discuss the implications of my proj ect for Communication Studies, and discuss limitations and
directions for future research.
To summarize my findings, I will start off with the motivations. There were five common
motivations for receiving a tattoo that were stated by my participants. These motivations were
that ( 1 ) tattoos represented beauty, art, and fashion. This was to be thought of as an accessory to
the body. (2) Tattoos represent a personal narratives or an individual' s values which would show
that their tattoos tell a story or represent their personal beliefs. (3) Tattoos can represent group
affiliations. More specifically, representing a branch of military or a specific club that you
identify with. (4) The act of being tattooed is addicting. Some of my participants stated how the
tattooing procedure was relaxing and pleasurable as opposed to painful. They simply liked the
feeling of being tattooed and chose to continue getting tattooed because of this reasoning. Lastly,
(5) there was no specific motivation for receiving a tattoo by some of my participants. They
would state things like they "could" and they "just wanted one".
In regards to tattoos on the body, other people ' s perspective of tattoos, and regret, every
participant had their own reasoning for receiving a tattoo in a certain spot. Some of these
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motivations were due to worrying or not worrying about what other people think. Mostly, all of
my participants had a different motivation for receiving a tattoo in a certain location. Some of the
common themes that arose were taking into consideration more painful areas on the body,
visibility factors, and the thought of what family and friends would think. This all depends on
your particular attitude towards tattoos and how much you're willing to express yourself in a
certain way. Some individuals chose to hide their tattoos due to their j ob or due to their families
not approving of tattoos. Others chose to ignore the visibility factor and express themselves
freely by having clearly visible tattoos placed onto their body. As for individual ' s that would
regret their tattoos, only three individuals stated that they regret a tattoo. Two individual ' s stated
that it just doesn' t represent who they are anymore, and the third stated how they wish they
would've waited for a different artist and chose a different location.
To wrap up summarizing my research, I will summarize how my participants ' tattoos
construct their personal identities. When coding the interviews, I was able to identify three key
identities that my individuals were portraying through their tattoos. These themes were
expressing self-identification as a legal adult, the love they have for their families, and
individuals who choose to express themselves nonverbally as opposed to verbally. Although
these are the themes, each individual stated a specific identity representation that went into their
specific tattoo, however, for the sake of a summary they were able to be coded into these three
themes.
As for implications for the field of communication, tattoos and their representation of
constructing personal identities is not something that is commonly researched. Although I am not
the first researcher to have studied tattoos in general, I am one of the few who have set their
central focus on discovering how someone chooses to communicate what their identities are
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through their tattoos. As the popularity of tattoos increases, we will see more instances of
communication about tattoos and the taboo of having a tattoo will, hopefully, eventually
diminish. This research is valuable because it begins to confirm my claim that tattoos are
becoming more socially accepted, in certain ways, based on the responses from my interviewees
when asked about their experiences with interacting with stranger, families, and friends about
their tattoos.
Although I was able to obtain rich data from my participants, it would have been more
beneficial in adding to the existing research if I was able to interview more participants
altogether. Obtaining fifteen participants was a good start to obtaining research, however, a
higher number would have provided more variety of perspective to my findings. The
demographics of my participants were a limitation as well due to the fact that I was only able to
interview one African-American male. I originally stated that I wanted to be able to receive
insights from an ethnically diverse group of participants, but that became difficult when the
recruitment process began. Another demographic factor was the age range. My participants
ranged in ages of 2 1 -49, which is a big age range. However, I would have found it interesting to
interview someone of a much older generation who received tattoos in the heart of when tattoos
were the most deviant. Lastly, I was only able to interview one tattoo artist. Another original
thought I had was to interview at least three tattoo artists to compare and contrast their
experiences of being on the other side of the table in regards to giving a tattoo instead of
receiving one. A few more limitations arose after the completion of my research outside of
demographics. Some of those consisted of my participants being from the same geographical
area which limits the experiences to individuals from the Midwest. This limited my ability to
discover how individuals in other parts of the country handled their experiences with tattoos and
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constructed their identities. Lastly, I had the limitation of a single coder analysis of my data.
Although I utilized strategies to obtain the best possible outcome of data collection and
transcribing processes, a secondary coder may have increased the validity of this stu�y.
After researching tattoos and how they construct person identities I was able to discover
through the responses of my interviewee ' s how an individual can negotiate and change their
identity just by deciding to receive a tattoo. During the research process, I feel as though I have
made an impact in the field of communication by providing a better understanding of the
meanings behind an individual ' s tattoos, how they can be perceived, and strategies to avoid
premature judgment. This is an important topic to continue researching because tattoos are
starting to become more socially acceptable and the more awareness we bring to the readers, as
researchers, the more likely it will be to completely rid the taboo that is associated with tattoos
altogether. My study has contributed to the previously performed research in relation to identity
construction through the use of tattoos, intercultural communication concepts, and the presence
of subcultures within our society.
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